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Michele Pagano’s provocative Cor-
respondence discussing ways to 
improve NIH grant review contains 
points that deserve additional consid-
eration (Pagano, 2006). In the spirit of 
“fair and balanced” reporting (to use 
an expression of the TV network that 
the article references), I would like to 
offer an alternative view.
There is no doubt that the NIH 
grant submission and review proc-
ess is time consuming and cumber-
some. Nevertheless, it should not be 
dismissed and replaced by a process 
that could aggravate existing prob-
lems and create new ones. Pagano 
proposes implementing presubmis-
sion enquiries; expanded versions 
of these pre-proposals passing the 
first hurdle then would be submitted. 
These proposals would be shorter 
than current NIH grant applications, 
with a less detailed description of the 
proposed research plan. It is debat-
able whether such shortening will be 
useful or will simply lead to a further 
“dumbing-down” of individual appli-
cations, given that consideration of 
the overall feasibility of the proposed 
research would be left to the review-
ers’ imagination. Junior investigators 
who often lack an extensive track 
record of achievements would be at 
a disadvantage. Pagano’s most sig-
nificant proposal is to conduct review 
meetings through virtual electronic 
study sections, in most cases with 
very limited discussion. This process 
emulates the review process of sci-
entific manuscripts.
There is no dispute that Pagano’s 
suggestions if implemented would 
result in considerable financial sav-
ings for the NIH. The proposed 
review format, however, would not 
alleviate the fundamental problem 
that Pagano so vividly describes by 
comparing an average NIH study 
section meeting to the American Idol 
TV talent show. Rather, the proposed 
changes would exacerbate this prob-
lem. Based on my own 10+ years of experience as a grant reviewer for the 
NIH and for other federal and non-
federal agencies, I do not dispute that 
the Cowellesque behavior described 
by Pagano occurs on rare occasions, 
but it is not common practice. Study 
section members with behavioral pat-
terns of American Idol judges are not 
taken seriously by their fellow mem-
bers, who each have full and equal 
voting rights and enter a numerical 
score for each application at the end 
of the discussion. Discussion is nec-
essary for panel members to appre-
ciate why reviewers like or dislike 
certain applications and how their 
score was derived. Electronic inter-
actions or even teleconferences are 
not adequate. Every effort is made in 
the current system to streamline the 
review process. Applications that fall 
in the lower half are removed after 
minimal discussion, sometimes at 
a teleconference prior to the actual 
meeting. If a mistake has been made, 
“streamlined” applications can be 
resurrected by any panel member at 
the meeting and will receive the ben-
efit of a full discussion. At the actual 
meeting, Scientific Review Adminis-
trators (SRA) and/or the committee 
chairs do their utmost to keep suc-
cinct discussions regarding propos-
als where there is agreement on their 
relative merit. Discussions, however, 
are absolutely necessary even in such 
cases because they ensure consistent 
scoring within a study section. This is 
imperative as even minor variations 
in numerical scores have a dramatic 
impact on the final percentile ranking. 
This ultimately determines whether a 
proposal will get funded or needs to 
be revised and resubmitted.
What works for the review of scien-
tific manuscripts cannot be applied to 
the grant review process, particularly 
not when funding levels are at the 
dismal levels that we are experienc-
ing today. A manuscript rejected by 
a journal with a 10% to 15% accept-
ance rate (similar to the funding rates Cell 127, Novof most NIH institutes) can still be 
successfully published in a different 
journal, often without substantive 
revisions. Similar solutions do not 
exist for a grant proposal that is not 
funded by NIH; loss of funding gener-
ally entails immediate and dire conse-
quences for the lab and its personnel. 
Our frustration with the current fund-
ing situation will not be solved by fun-
damentally changing the grant review 
process in a way that will make “mis-
takes” even more commonplace.
The process could be helped, 
however, by the NIH taking immedi-
ate steps to streamline the applica-
tion process rather than forcing us 
to adopt an archaic electronic grant 
submission system that creates a 
significant additional burden for 
each applicant and their institution. 
Next year, RO1 grants will have to be 
submitted through a Windows-only 
software system—applicants who 
use other computer platforms are 
out of luck and are left with invest-
ing their dwindling grant dollars in the 
purchase of expensive software or 
additional hardware, or else they will 
have to log on to a Windows server, 
which necessitates an active inter-
net connection. Users will have to 
wade through a panoply of strange 
new forms in addition to the standard 
NIH-specific forms. The forms have 
already been changed once and now 
we are facing another round of altera-
tions, not to mention a user manual 
that is inches thick. Institutions, after 
painstakingly checking each of these 
forms, will then upload them onto a 
“secure” central server. As a conse-
quence of the vastly increased time 
institutions require to deal with these 
new procedures, applicants will lose 
at least a week to finalize their pro-
posals. In this case, user-friendly 
electronic submission procedures 
that have been successfully imple-
mented years ago by almost every 
major scientific journal would defi-
nitely be worth a look.
The morale and effectiveness of 
grant reviewers is not helped if they 
are forced to download and print on 
their own time and expense propos-
als that they are to review. Other 
recently introduced bureaucratic ember 17, 2006 ©2006 Elsevier Inc. 661
annoyances for reviewers include 
required registration as government 
contractors: a lengthy, two-step 
application process that requires 
additional follow-up phone calls 
requesting to be removed from junk 
email lists, as well as annual re-reg-
istration. Moreover, reviewers are 
now forced to make travel reserva-
tions on the cheapest nonrefund-
able tickets, entailing additional per-
sonal expenses if flights need to be 
changed at the last minute in case 
a study section takes longer that 
anticipated.662 Cell 127, November 17, 2006 ©2006
In his recent Correspondence, 
Michele Pagano likens NIH grant 
reviewers to judges on the TV talent 
show American Idol (Pagano, 2006). 
The appealing aspect of American 
Idol is the face-to-face confrontation 
of the judges (a.k.a. “reviewers”) and 
contestants (a.k.a. “scientists”). The 
judges dole out their evaluations, 
while the contestants attempt to for-
mulate a come-back (a.k.a. “resub-
mission”). NIH grant review is clearly 
not a game of shielded anonymous 
criticism because the reviewers 
must justify their criticisms to fel-
low reviewers. In contrast, with the 
exception of journal editors, review-
ers of research manuscripts are 
entirely anonymous. So, while both 
review processes strive to achieve 
the same ends, the means of obtain-
ing a fair and unbiased review are 
entirely different. I agree with Paga-
no’s assertion that there is still trou-
ble in paradise at NIH’s Center for 
Scientific Review. However, I disa-
gree with his suggestion that mov-
ing NIH grant review closer to an 
anonymous manuscript review-style 
system by decreasing face-to-face 
reviewer discussions will impart a 
The Anonymo
Idol ManuscripNevertheless, as reviewers, we 
need to continue to do our best to 
provide a fair and serious review 
of the grant proposals that we are 
charged to evaluate. It is up to us 
to resist the temptation to act like 
celebrity judges on some tacky TV 
show. Most of us take our mission 
as reviewers seriously, and we real-
ize that the current process, which is 
inherently expensive and time con-
suming, serves an important pur-
pose, even though we occasionally 
check our emails during meetings. 
As a community, we have to work  Elsevier Inc.
fairer grant review process. Indeed, 
I think it would be disastrous.
As any author who has submit-
ted 3 years of their life’s blood in the 
form of a research manuscript only 
to see it rejected by an out-of-hand 
and out-of-control “anonymous” 
reviewer can attest, the current man-
uscript review process has failings. 
In my view, the problem boils down to 
a curtain of anonymity in the review 
process. While anonymity can offer 
both a fair and unbiased manuscript 
assessment, it also leaves open the 
potential for exaggerated critiques 
and hidden agendas. Unlike NIH 
grant review where a face-to-face 
discourse puts the reviewer’s repu-
tation on the line and often leads to 
a toned down, focused criticism, the 
anonymous manuscript reviewer can 
easily kill a manuscript’s chances by 
raising the acceptance threshold to 
an unattainable level and plying the 
editor with a laundry list of “critical” 
experiments.
I think we should apply the les-
sons learnt from the NIH grant 
review process to increase the qual-
ity of research manuscript review. 
In a similar vein to NIH study sec-
us American 
t Reviewerharder to make a more convincing 
case to politicians and taxpayers 
alike that the mission of the NIH is 
endangered by the current severe 
funding restrictions.
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Pagano, M. (2006). Cell 126, 637–638.tions, one obvious approach is to 
hold a monthly video conference 
meeting with the editors and review-
ers of all manuscripts reviewed that 
month. This could narrow the error 
bars of the written reviews, espe-
cially the extreme comments, and 
hence the decisions made. By know-
ing the fixed review meeting date in 
advance, the reviewers could call in 
from any location in the world, and 
given the limited number and size of 
manuscripts compared to 25-page 
NIH grants, the meeting could be 
relatively short. Although this may 
add several weeks to the manuscript 
review process, the reward of less 
biased reviews may easily outweigh 
this potential downside.
The clear benefit of a conference 
call manuscript review approach is 
that it would expose the anonymous 
“out-of-control” reviewer. Similar 
to grant reviews where the review-
er’s reputation is on the line, this 
miniscule exposure from behind the 
curtain of anonymity could temper 
reviewers to make sure that what 
they are proposing in the form of 
additional experimentation is, in fact, 
not 2 years worth of work merely 
designed to kill the manuscript. Fur-
thermore, just like NIH grant reviews, 
journals should publish the names 
of all reviewers for a given period of 
time that includes when your manu-
script was reviewed.
